Elevated levels of telomerase activity in malignant pheochromocytoma.
Although malignant pheochromocytoma is a life-threatening illness, there is no excretory profile that is predictive of malignancy. Reliable prediction of malignant behavior on the basis of histopathology is also notoriously difficult. Although DNA ploidy can be a helpful indicator, aneuploidy per se is not considered to be a specific marker of malignancy. Mutations in p53 have been reported to occur frequently in cases of benign pheochromocytoma. Thus, molecular analysis of this protein is not a useful diagnostic tool. The authors analyzed telomerase activity in benign and malignant pheochromocytomas and assessed its utility as a prognostic marker. Telomerase activity was estimated in 16 benign pheochromocytomas, 3 malignant pheochromocytomas, and 16 normal adrenal medullae by the fluorescence-based telomeric repeat amplification protocol. The telomerase activities of each group of samples were compared. No telomerase activity was detected in any of the normal adrenal medullae or the benign pheochromocytomas. By contrast, all of the three malignant pheochromocytomas had elevated telomerase activity. The telomerase activity in each tumor was determined to be 87.6 units, 71.2 units, and 180.3 units, respectively. The expression of telomerase activity in pheochromocytoma clearly suggests the malignant behavior of the component cells. Analysis of telomerase activity appears to be a powerful tool for the diagnosis of malignant pheochromocytoma.